From breaking point to breakthrough during the ICU stay: A qualitative study of family members' experiences of long-term intensive care patients' pathways towards survival.
To explore family members' experiences of long-term intensive care unit (ICU) patients' pathways towards survival and to highlight family members' efforts to promote the patient's health during the ICU stay. Although considerable research has been devoted to the substantial burden of long-term ICU patients, less attention has been paid to health-promoting factors that facilitate patients' health and survival during ICU stays. Support from family members can improve patient outcome. However, there is little knowledge of the specific contributions provided by family members. A hermeneutic phenomenological approach, within the context of Antonovsky's salutogenic theory and Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology of the body, involving the body as the fundament of experience and understanding. In-depth qualitative interviews. Thirteen family members of long-term ICU patients were interviewed once, at six to 18 months after ICU discharge. The consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative research were used. Three themes were identified: (i) A body at a breaking point; (ii) family members' presence; and (iii) breaking through. In the perspective of the family members, their beloved ones were at a breaking point between life and death. The family's presence was significantly health promoting, demonstrating and communicating love and sensitivity. Moreover, family members' understanding of the patient's unique characteristics and personality was crucial to the patient's experience of being understood, recognised and acknowledged. Inner strength represented a life force capable of moving the patient from the breaking point towards a breakthrough towards life. Family members purposely used their knowledge about the patient to trigger, nurture and release the patient's inner strength. Family presence helps to trigger, arouse and release a patient's inner strength, representing important health-promoting factors facilitating patients' health and survival during an ICU stay. Insights into the unique and vital health-promoting influence of family participation indicate the responsibility of the ICU team to provide support for families.